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hen Seattle resident Andrea Rene Freeman heard about an "Oceans for Everyone" town hall meeting taking place in her hometown during the annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS), she took time off work to attend. Freeman, a computer programmer, isn't in the habit of attending science conferences, but not long ago, she'd been troubled by a report on the radio about plastics clogging the world's oceans.
"I heard this report, and I expected headlines the next day," said Freeman. "When none came, I said to myself, doesn't that mean that the ocean is doomed?" She came to the meeting for an answer.
The answer may have been more than she'd bargained for. The event she attended, organized by AAAS's new Center for Public Engagement with Science and Technology, was not just a science lecture but something of an exercise in civics. More than a traditional scientific symposium, the town hall meeting encouraged dialogue among marine scientists, policymakers, and the publica dialogue in which, as AAAS Chief Executive Officer Alan Leshner put it,"talking about science isn't just talking about science." At this session, moderated by National Public Radio's Science Friday host Ira Flatow and timed to coincide with the expected release of a government commission report, talking about science also meant talking about government policy and civic responsibility-and getting a primer on the work of two commissions that at least some participants, including Freeman, had never heard of.
Cosponsored by COMPASS (Communication Partnership for Science and the Sea) and SeaWeb, the town hall meeting drew more than 200 people from the Puget Sound area. In keeping with organizers' goals-to inform and to make ripples that would build into a wave of public interest in oceans-participants not only heard from scientists but also had a chance to voice their own concerns about oceans at a time when public officials are being asked to consider some of the most sweeping changes in US ocean policies in 35 years.
The work of two commissions
The backdrop for the gathering was a few years in the making: the reports of the US Commission on Ocean Policy, a government commission authorized by the Oceans Act of 2000, and that of the independently created Pew Oceans Commission, funded by the Pew Chari- Stratton Commission on Marine Science, Engineering and Resources, which led to the development of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). The emphasis then was different, explained marine ecologist Jane Lubchenco, Pew oceans commissioner and former president of AAAS. "Not much more than 30 years ago, there was a very deep-seated belief that oceans were so immense, so bountiful, that they were virtually inexhaustible and resilient," she said. Stratton Commission recommendations focused on how to mobilize and coordinate development of, and competition for, immense ocean resources. "A lot has changed since that time," Lubchenko said, from increased environmental stresses to the development of technologies that allow scientists a better understanding of the oceans.
The 18-member Pew Oceans Commission, which focused its assessment on the living oceans, was made up of leaders from academic, scientific, private, and political communities. The group included a commercial fisherman, current and former elected officials, and a former astronaut-"a good cross section," said chair Leon Panetta.
The US Commission on Ocean Policy, which looked at a broad range of oceanrelated issues, including marine life, development, trade, and general ocean science, has 16 members from diverse backgrounds, from an Alaska banker and philanthropist to well-known ocean researcher Robert Ballard and William Ruckelshaus, the first administrator of the US Environmental Protection Agency. The commission is headed by Admiral James D. Watkins, retired president of the Consortium for Oceanographic Research and Education.
According to members of both commissions, who spoke together this year at AAAS, the post-Stratton landscape is one of crisis and concern. Wetlands and coral reefs are disappearing, alien and invasive species are transforming regional ecosystems, coastal land development and related pollution are on the rise, and global fisheries are in a state of crisis. Complicating these problems is a complex network of redundant, and often contradictory, regulations.
"There are 60 committees in the Congress that deal with our oceans," said Pew's Panetta. "When you combine it with the 23 states and territories that are involved with our oceans, you have a huge number of bureaucracies that are attached to dealing with some aspect of our oceans.... There is very little coordination, there is very little done in terms of providing some kind of common guidance, and so the result is that the authority relating to our oceans is seriously fragmented, and it results in inconsistent guidance." Fishery management bureaucracy is particularly irksome, agreed the US commission's Ruckelshaus."We have created an enormous spaghetti of agencies at the federal, state, and local level that try to manage those fish."
Suggestions that the Pew-funded independent group and the US commission (whose members were appointed by President George W. Bush) were led by agenda have been unavoidable. But, despite concerns over the prospect of "dueling oceans commissions," on the dawn of the release of the US ocean commission's report, Pew and US ocean commissioners were putting forth a unified message. At a February AAAS press conference, commissioners from both groups shared the stage with marine scientist Boris Worm, of Dalhousie University, who coauthored studies published recently in Science and Nature indicating that 90 percent of the oceans' large fish had disappeared and that sharks in the North Pacific were declining rapidly toward extinction. Although the details of their recommendations differed, commissioners said, they concurred on many main points, such as the need for ecosystem-based, rather than species-based, resource management; the need for significant increases in ocean science funding; and the need to clarify the confusing tangle of US ocean policy and regulations.
"The overall message here is the ocean is in crisis,"Worm told an audience of science reporters. "We know that. You all know that. But there is hope.... This panel speaks clearly to the fact that, for the first time, scientists, ocean managers, and policymakers are in broad agree- More than just "blue"
The general public, on the other hand, may require some catching up. According to a AAAS survey of 2400 Americans, though more than 80 percent felt that human activity was harming oceans, fewer than a third felt they could personally do anything about it, said Leshner. About 20 percent felt the oceans were "so vast and so healthy" that they could recover on their own, he said. Such results pointed up the need for a more open dialogue between marine scientists and nonscientists. This town hall meeting was an effort to start that dialogue. "One of the reasons, I think, oceans haven't been in the public mind-set, and one of the reasons it is difficult for people to wrap their heads around ecosystems in the ocean, is the fact that we have this concept of 'blue,'" said Lubchenco, referencing the typical way oceans are represented on maps."Thanks to a lot of new technology, we're beginning to understand that, in fact, there is a lot of richness there. There's a lot of variety; there's a lot of diversity in the physical systems as well as in the biological systems."
At the February meeting, John Delaney, of the University of Washington, and other scientists discussed recent and coming advances in marine science, such as a 3000-mile fiber optic cable that within five years will allow scientists to connect to the ocean floor by Internet "and call up information from nodes," he said."It's a very, very exciting time." And a number of participants addressed common themes in upcoming commission reports, such as problems with collapsing fisheries and the need for ecosystem-based management.
What is ecosystem-based management? Lubchenco began by explaining what it is not. "Many people have gotten trapped into thinking that in order to build up a whole ecosystem, we have to know every individual species and all of the interactions," said Lubchenco, "and this reductionist thinking has been the way we have gone about trying to scale up ecosystems: Start with an in-depth knowledge of all the pieces and then we'll know everything. Well, not only isn't it working, it actually probably never will work." Ecosystem-based management does not mean starting with all the pieces and all the interactions, she said, but rather looking at key interactions and key dynamics.
The meeting was also an opportunity for general questions-and complaints. "Why is the scientific community so hesitant to publicize bad decisions by politicians?" one participant asked. Another criticized media coverage: "Science is much more than sound bites. More times than not, what we get is the bumper sticker." Yet another complaint came from a marine scientist: "Policymakers expect we can get answers, but we will never fully measure the ocean in a predictable way." Some audience members brought up the perceived futility of lobbying elected officials.
"Until citizens make their voices known," responded Lubchenco, "then it's easier to have a situation that you're unhappy with. The public has to be more engaged than is currently the situation," she said."How many of you have visited your congressman?" she challenged. "When you go, do you talk about ocean science?"At times, the discussion turned partisan, as when Delaney suggested, to applause, "We need to come up with a way of educating Republicans." Noted Flatow: "A lot of people want to vent today, I think." Some participants had a different town hall experience, spending most of their time in small groups hashing out recommendations they presented to the larger group at the meeting's end. Kindergarten teacher Patsy Swartz was impressed with the range of people represented in her group. "There were lots of people in there, from PhDs to fishermen to lawyers," she said, all sharing a connection to Puget Sound specifically or to oceans in general. At the end of the session, the groups presented their recommendations to the larger group; those recommendations covered a lot of ground, from centralizing science data to better educating politicians and the general public on ocean health.
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The reports
The Pew commission's report,"America's Living Oceans: Charting a Course for Sea Change," was the result of three years' work, 15 regional meetings, and 12 focus groups. Released in May 2003, the Pew report identifies "major threats to our oceans," such as pollution, aquaculture, coastal development, overfishing, bycatch, and climate change, and it points to what it terms "a growing crisis in America's oceans and along our coasts." The report of the US Commission on Ocean Policy, released in preliminary form on 20 April 2004, was the result of more than two years of research, including 14 public meetings and field visits around the country. Though the report refers for the most part to "ocean and coastal assets and challenges" rather than to crisis, its assessment is also dire: "Through inattention, lack of information, and irresponsibility, we have depleted fisheries, despoiled recreational areas, degraded water quality, drained wetlands, endangered our own health, and deprived many of our citizens of jobs.... If we are to adopt and implement an effective national ocean policy, we must first understand and acknowledge the full consequences of failing to take action."
Where the Pew report called for sweeping changes-to include a new cabinet-level ocean agency, as well as the creation of a nationwide system of marine reserves and regional ocean ecosystem councils to help guide fisheries decisions with scientific data-the US commission report was more measured. The US commission did not recommend an independent agency and did not call for a system of reserves. But it did concur with the Pew group on basics, including the need for what it called a National Ocean Council within the Executive Office of the President, "chaired by an Assistant to the President and composed of all the cabinet secretaries and independent agency directors with ocean-related responsibilities." Congress, it said, should also create a Presidential Council of Advisors on Ocean Policy, consisting of nonfederal representatives from state, territorial, tribal, and local governments.
Both reports recommended increasing current investment in ocean research and science education, and both saw NOAA taking a lead role in oceans policy. After the US commission released its preliminary report in April, Pew commission members reported being pleased. The recommendations, said Panetta, reinforced the findings of the Pew commission: "They essentially agreed that we needed a separate agency" to guide ocean science policy, he said. "We both believe very strongly that we're on the same wavelength," said Watkins at a press briefing on 20 April."We believe our reports are complementary."
The US commission also recommended the creation of regional ocean councils-which, according to the US commission report, would start as voluntary, pilot programs-as well as the separation of fisheries allocation and biological assessment decisions. "The US commission's approach to the regional councils was to say, look, the federal government needs to recognize the regions have different priorities and issues," explained commissioner Paul Sandifer. "One size does not fit all." "I was particularly pleased that they would recognize the importance of regional councils that would bring together state and local agencies," said Panetta."On fisheries issues, they pretty much agreed that we have to develop sustainable fisheries. I read through it and said, 'This is pretty much in line with what we found.' ... I'm encouraged that two commissions still managed to come to the same conclusions." He also credited the US commission for suggesting a funding source for science research: an ocean policy trust fund based on outer-continental shelf oil and gas bonuses and royalties not otherwise allocated. Funding was an issue Pew did not address.
The agreement between the reports, said Pew commissioner and former Alaska governor Tony Knowles, was "a victory for science." Said Knowles,"Both reports talk about an ecosystem-based management, and that should be a great relief to fishermen who have seen the single-species type management and the unintended consequences of endangered species management." When it comes to managing fisheries, he said,"there's a lot at stake, so there will always be contention, but it should narrow the differences within science-based information."
Only when pressed did Panetta express disappointment that the US commission had not called for a national system of marine reserves, as had Pew. Also, where Pew recommended new regulations, the US commission report often called for reinforcing existing regulations or implementing voluntary change."If there's any difference, it really is Pew is probably more aggressive about saying we need to change this policy and put these regional policies in place," said Panetta.
In the days immediately following the report's release, nonprofit, international advocacy group Oceana struck one of the only notes of discord. In an Oceana press release, the group criticized the regional council structure proposed by the US commission, saying it gives the councils "no authority to develop comprehensive plans for protecting, maintaining, or restoring ocean waters and wildlife," and makes no requirements that the councils meet national standards for greater ocean protection. "Unfortunately, many of the recommendations rely too heavily on voluntary approaches and minor changes to existing systems that have proven ineffective," said Ted Morton, Oceana's federal policy director; nonetheless, he concluded that the report, along with Pew's, would still provide useful guidelines for Congress.
Others pointed to the commissions' recommendations as the first step of a process that ultimately needs to involve an international community. "The oceans' issues are not issues of our own backyard; they're issues of a very large open sea space," said Barbara Block, a marine biologist at Stanford University.
What's next?
The US commission's preliminary report is part of a two-stage process. After review and comment by the nation's governors and interested stakeholders, and a public comment period that ended 21 May, the commission will prepare and deliver its final report and recommendations to the president and Congress. There is no guarantee that any of the changes will take place, Lubchenco told town hall participants. "Whether the reports end up dusty on the shelf or result in meaningful changes," she said,"is a function of what people do with them."
As urgent as the language of the reports may be, however, some scientists privately have expressed frustration with what they see as a public lack of investment in the process, especially during a time when terrorism, war, and other concerns have taken over the headlines. As one researcher put it, "How do we make an ocean policy for the United States with a community of 200 million people who don't really care?" Panetta expanded on the theme at a AAAS symposium."Generally the problem we run into is that our oceans are taken for granted," he said. "Somehow we've got to make people understand that our oceans relate to the cycle of life itself-to our health, to our nutrition, to the air we breathe, to our climate, to our commodities, to our recreational enjoyment, to our very soul," said Panetta. "Very frankly, [in] the end [it] is up to the public to bring pressure on policymakers to act in this area. And the only way we can do that is to make the public understand how this issue relates to life itself."
On the other hand, a "big ocean bill" (or "Bob") was already under way in Congress within days of the preliminary report's release, announced California representative Sam Farr (D-CA).
To those who suggest that partisan views may prevent the current administration from responding to the reports, US commissioner Ruckelshaus had this answer, which he gave at a AAAS press conference before the report's release: "I've worked for two Republican presidents as the Environmental Protection Agency administrator, for President Nixon and President Reagan. Neither of them are exactly charter members of the Sierra Club-I'm not either-but they both responded to these problems because the public demanded it. This problem isn't going to get better. It's going to get more visible and more obvious, and it's going to cost us a lot more, and the oceans are going to suffer a lot more, if we wait. But the public will latch onto it. They will understand it, and they will force a response."
